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Abstract 
Australia's mass market fashion labels have traditionally benefitted from their 
peripheral location to the world's fashion centres. Operating a season behind, 
Australian mass market designers and buyers were well-placed to watch trends 
play out overseas before testing them in the Australian marketplace. For this 
reason, often a designer's role was to source and oversee the manufacture of 
'knock-offs', or close copies of northern hemisphere mass market garments. Both 
Weller and Walsh have commented on this practice.
12
 The knock-on effect from 
this continues to be a cautious, derivative fashion sensibility within Australian 
mass market fashion design, where any new trend or product is first tested and 
proved overseas months earlier. However, there is evidence that this is changing. 
The rapid online dissemination of global fashion trends, coupled with the 
Australian consumer’s willingness to shop online, has meant that the ‘knock-off’ is 
less viable. For this reason, a number of mass market companies are moving away 
from the practice of direct sourcing and are developing product in-house under a 
northern hemisphere model. This shift is also witnessed in the trend for mass 
market companies to develop collections in partnership with independent 
Australian designers. This paper explores the current and potential effects of these 
shifts within Australian mass market design practice, and discusses how they may 
impact on both consumers and on the wider culture of Australian fashion. 
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1.  Background and Methodology  
Australian dress has long been noted for its casual and relaxed aesthetic in 
keeping with the climate and the ideals of an egalitarian society. However, 
Australia’s fashion design has been criticised as being largely derivative of 
northern hemisphere styles. As the dress historian Maynard has commented, since 
colonial days, Australians have looked to Europe for fashionable guidance: 
‘Australia being in the end a provincial player, the products of our local industry 
are commonly and unfairly derided in favour of the imported, so in a sense 
Australia's fashion industry has a never-ending identity crisis’.3 However, Craik 
has argued that while Australia continues to look to the fashion centres of Europe 
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and the United States for trends guidance, there have been genuine contributions 
made by Australian fashion to the wider fashion system.
4
 These are most notably 
swimwear,
5
 surfwear such as Billabong and Rip Curl, and in the Australian country 
styles typified by R.M. Williams and Dri-za-bone.
6
 Similarly, since the 1990s, 
Australian ready-to-wear labels have risen in international prominence, with brands 
such as Sass and Bide, Akira and Easton Pearson presenting a distinctively 
Australian fashion sensibility.  
Despite some advances, actual fashion design practices point more to a culture 
of imitation rather than innovation. In fact, Australian fashion, particularly in the 
lower end of the market, has for a long time been derivative of overseas styles, 
largely through the convenience of the ‘knock-off’. To discuss this phenomenon, I 
will be drawing on data I gathered during interviews with Australian mass market 
designers. I conducted fieldwork in three Australian mass market companies in late 
2010 and early 2011 as part of a wider study into sustainability and the mass 
market design process. In total, I interviewed eighteen mass market apparel and 
footwear designers. The companies and designers who participated in this study 
will remain anonymous. These interviews were semi-structured and lasted between 
twenty minutes and one hour. I began by asking designers to explain their role 
within the company, and then to discuss the steps in their design process. Although 
I had not entered the field to explore the prevalence of copying or ‘knock-offs’, in 
all the interviews, copying emerged as a challenge faced by designers. This paper 
will unpack the issue of copying less in terms of its legality (e.g. Intellectual 
Property (IP) or copyright issues), but more in terms of the knock-on effect of 
these practices in a wider view of an Australian fashion identity in line with Skov’s 
notion of place-making.
7
 This paper is structured as follows. Firstly, I discuss the 
past and current ‘knock-off’ practices of the Australian mass market, drawing on 
supporting evidence gathered from interview data as well as academic sources. 
Secondly, I discuss the evidence that these practices are changing, again citing 
evidence from fieldwork as well as industry developments such as mass market 
collaborations with independent designers. Lastly, I analyse the implications of the 
findings for Australian consumers of fashion and more broadly for an Australian 
fashion identity. 
 
2.  Evidence of ‘Knock-off’ practices 
Arguably, a ‘knock-off’ mentality is inbuilt into the fashion system. The 
dissemination of trends and styles relies upon a designer or product developer’s 
ability to rapidly source, adapt and even directly imitate the work of other 
designers.
8
 Generally, the trends which emerge on the catwalks are imitated by 
mass market designers and a cheaper, diluted version is made for consumption by 
the masses. However, being in the southern hemisphere, Australian fashion 
businesses have traditionally operated a season behind the seasons of the northern 
hemisphere.
910
 As such, Australian companies could send buyers to source current 
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overseas mass market garments and directly adapt them or copy them for the 
forthcoming Australian season. Unlike their northern hemisphere counterparts, 
Weller writes, ‘Australia’s local mass market firms are not forced to develop 
fashion predictions or mechanisms to second guess the market’.11 Australian 
companies were able to skip over the step of imitating catwalk designs, and instead 
purchase the already-imitated design from a northern hemisphere mass-market 
chain, and have it reproduced ready for the forthcoming Australian season. 
Michelle, a designer I interviewed at Company C, a mid-market mid-volume 
wholesaler, commented that,  
 
I've worked for other companies, lower end companies ... they’d 
go overseas, pay for excess luggage and bring ten suitcases back 
in, take the suitcase to [Australian discount retailer] and say 
which one's do you want, and they’d say 'that, that, that and that'. 
It's just how it's done.
12
  
 
Direct copying is clearly related to convenience and cost. In the experience of 
one participant, Company B’s Senior Design Room Manager, Chloe, the practice 
goes back at least thirty years. She said, ‘in this country it has always been a habit 
of the buyer or the product developer to go off-shore, buy samples and copy, or 
make very small changes and copy them.’13 When asked why the buyer / sourcing 
model was popular in Australia, Choe said, ‘It's because they thought they were six 
months behind and people wouldn't notice. So they saved on a whole lot of design 
elements.’14 As Australian companies were geographically so far removed from the 
source of the ‘knock-off’, they could copy other garments with impunity.  
In industry reports, the view that the ‘knock-off’ is widespread is supported by 
Australian TCF industry consultant Kerry Dickson who, in an interview with 
fashion researcher Sylvia Walsh, commented: 
 
Mainstream, medium to large scale, retail-driven Supply Chains 
seeking lowest price, quickest delivery and with a ‘knock-off’ 
mentality mean that the design component is one of direct 
copying at worst and adaptation at best. Many design concepts 
and product ideas are electronically sourced and cheap imports 
flood stores with limited design points of difference. The 
department/chain store ‘designers’ limit fashion choice as they 
are not sufficiently confident (or funded) to support local 
emerging designers.
15
 
 
Dickson’s view suggests not only that the ‘knock-off’ mentality is ingrained 
within the culture of mainstream Australian fashion, but also that it is connected to 
a cautious approach on the part of designers and buyers who are unwilling to take a 
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risk with independent designers. This relates more broadly to an Australian design 
sensibility which still identifies as being peripheral to the fashion centres of the 
world, in that design ideas, garments and labels need validation from overseas first. 
This view is supported by Kylie, a designer in Company A. When asked why 
‘knock-offs’ are so common in Australia Kylie said, ‘I think we’ve always seen 
ourselves that way.’16 
In the past decade, the increased speed and globalisation of the fashion system, 
enabled by the growth of information and communication technologies (ICT), has 
made the ‘knock-off’ both easier and more problematic. While online trend 
dissemination allows designers almost instant access to overseas product and hence 
the ability to ‘knock-off’ product more rapidly,17 consumers are also able to access 
product via online stores. Hence, there is less advantage in an Australian company 
‘knocking-off’ a Topshop jacket several months later, when Australian consumers 
may have purchased it weeks earlier online. Also, the seasonal delay of six months 
now holds less sway, as there may be up to fifteen fashion ‘seasons’ in a year, 
where trans-seasonal product is sold which bears little relationship to the physical 
seasons outside.
18
 In this sense, the fashion system is truly global, as fashion trends 
are far less reliant on the seasons which once divided the northern hemisphere from 
the southern. With trends happening almost simultaneously, Australian consumers 
need no longer feel peripheral to the fashion centres of the northern hemisphere. As 
an additional pressure on Australia’s mass market companies, in the face of online 
selling and a faster fashion cycle, northern hemisphere labels have a greater 
incentive to tackle the problem of copying. For example, in 2008, UK fashion label 
Ted Baker sued Australian companies Witchery, Target and Jag for copyright 
infringement, successfully claiming damages of $35,000, $98,000 and $305, 000 
respectively.
19
 For these companies, the knock-off proved to be very expensive. 
 
3. The Knock-on effect: Evidence of changing practices 
In early 2010, discount retailer Company B took the major step of moving from 
a model in which buyers sourced overseas product for adaptation, to an approach 
based on the northern hemisphere mass market design process. Senior Design 
Room Manager Chloe said, ‘the old way of working, as we call it, most certainly 
just doesn't have a relevance in the business, though some of the domestic retailers 
still go ahead with it.’20 She said, the previous ‘sourcing’ system is 
 
really now not possible... the consumer can get the product 
online the minute it is released off shore, so there is no point, 
there's no such thing as a six month lag time now, so there’s not 
only no time to do it, but there is no opportunity to have 
international product that’s just been copied.21 
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This was a significant decision by Company B, and a new design department 
was established in house, staffed by designers familiar with generating designs 
through trend forecasting rather than imitating designs already in the market. 
Company A also follows the northern hemisphere model, despite the fact that 
many of their competitors still utilise ‘knock-offs’. For Company A, in-house 
design is both an advantage and a disadvantage, as while it takes longer to get their 
product to market, it also allows a more individual design aesthetic to flourish. 
Additionally, other Australian mass market companies are developing strategies 
and partnerships to include a greater amount of original designs in their collections. 
As is Europe and the US, there have been a number of design collaborations 
between independent designers and mass market retailers. Both Sportsgirl and 
Target have partnered with emerging Australian designers to develop capsule 
collections. Target has worked with Yeojin Bae, TL Wood and Gail Sorronda,
22
 
while Sportsgirl has worked with Romance was Born, Ellery and Alpha60. This 
has helped promote the larger company as being fashion forward and innovative, 
while also expanding the exposure of the independent designers. For the wider 
culture of Australian fashion, this demonstrates a greater faith on the part of 
retailers in the marketability of the young designers.  
 
4.   Implications of changing design practices 
  Moving away from the ‘knock-off’ has implications for the wider identity of 
Australian fashion. In an increasingly globalised, pluralistic and “polycentric” 
fashion system,
23
 local variation is still greatly relevant. Lise Skov writes,   
 
What fashion designers can do for the nation today is not so 
much dress it – this is done by fast fashion operators in the global 
markets – but they can represent it in what Richard Wilk has 
called “global structures of common difference”.24  
 
Skov describes this as ‘place-making – the ability of fashion design to fill a 
cosmopolitan form with local content’.25 Arguably, the authenticity of a local 
place-making is compromised if a knock-off mentality pervades Australian 
fashion. Within this context, the trend for collaborations between independent 
designers and mass market companies is significant, as it bolsters confidence in 
Australia’s design capabilities as well as offering Australian consumers a product 
which is more authentically ‘home-grown’. Collaborations such as that between 
fast fashion chain Sportsgirl and quirky avant-garde label Romance Was Born 
demonstrate that the management of mass market companies is growing less 
cautious and is placing more faith in the marketability of independent Australian 
design, as well as in Australian consumers’ capacity to embrace it.  
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Although Skov is referring to ready-to-wear designers as filling this role of 
place-making, arguably the mass market designer can also have a greater role in a 
fashion system where local difference can sit within global similarity. From the 
interviews I conducted, there is evidence that mass market apparel design is now 
displaying a greater sensitivity to how Australians dress day-to-day and to their 
lifestyle and values. In this way, Australian consumers can be offered clothing 
which is not a direct imitation of garments from Gap, Zara, or Topshop, but instead 
apparel which is developed with greater attention to Australian needs and fashion 
styles. This was revealed in interviews with designers. Kylie, a designer at 
Company A, observed that in her travel experience, street style is very different 
around the world, and even between cities. As such, when searching for design 
inspiration, she says,  
 
If I see something in a blog I will think ‘oh that's fantastic but 
Australian girls won’t wear it that way’, so I'll adapt it, ‘they’d 
like more of this …’ so it is different, which is why … we take 
things here and make it our own at (Company A).
26
  
 
A more refined approach to the needs of Australian consumers was also in 
evidence at Company B. Pete, a footwear designer, had been recruited from the US 
due to his familiarity with the northern hemisphere ‘way of working’. Pete had 
noticed a particular Australian street style, and he relied on his Australian 
colleagues to help him communicate this via his shoe designs. He describes his 
dealings with Menswear designer David, 
 
I like the way he thinks because basically (David) is presenting 
the concepts for this week and (David) didn’t do this whole like 
‘this is what happening in Europe’. He took aspects of it, but he 
also took what the men were doing here and just enhanced it for 
them.
27
  
 
Pete added that David’s sense of what Australian men wanted enabled him to 
critique Pete’s shoe designs: 
 
When I showed him my shoe boards ... ‘what do you think about 
this’, he had some really good comments because the original 
shoes I had were not exactly this and he decided they are a little 
bit too stiff, it’s a little bit more about unconstructed, a little bit 
more relaxed – the people here are a little bit more relaxed.28 
 
In this way, a more nuanced design sensibility can be fostered by designers 
within a mass market company. Under a ‘knock-off’ model, where overseas 
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product is simply duplicated, there is less opportunity for considerations of the 
particular aesthetic tastes of Australian consumers. Although designers may still be 
imitating overseas fashion trends and sourcing design ideas online, by moving 
away from the direct copy there is a greater potential for apparel design which is 
less homogenised and more sensitive to the lifestyle of its wearers.  
 
5. Conclusion 
The fieldwork I conducted in the mass market both supports and refutes the 
findings of Weller and Walsh. On the one hand, there is evidently a long-standing 
tradition of knock-offs and imitation within Australian fashion design. On the other 
hand, there is clear evidence, both from the fieldwork and from industry 
developments that these practices are changing. In the past, due to their 
geographical location, Australian fashion companies were well placed to watch 
trends unfold overseas before sourcing product directly for the forthcoming season. 
Therefore design innovation was rare in the Australian mass market, as overseas 
brands took the design risks and Australian labels tweaked them to the local market 
a season later. While the ‘knock-off’ model may have been utilised due to cost and 
convenience, it does point to a larger issue of a cautious and derivative design 
sensibility within the wider culture of Australian fashion.  
However, the ‘knock-off’ is becoming far less viable, as companies are under 
increasing pressure to develop their own product in the face of competition from 
overseas online stores, coupled with a faster trend cycle and fashion forward 
consumers. Designers in the mass market need to be savvier and as ‘on top’ of the 
trends as they can be, and for this reason more local brands are designing in-house 
and relying less on sourcing of overseas product. The main implication of these 
changing practices is that an increased designer presence within companies is an 
opportunity for a more uniquely Australian flavour to be imparted into products. 
For Australian designers and consumers, this is an opportunity to display their 
local engagement with global trends, rather than wait passively on the periphery 
for trends to reach them six months later. Similarly, Australia’s independent 
designers can reach a wider audience and contribute an authenticity to the designed 
garments that was arguably lacking in the homogenised ‘knock-off’ mass market 
fashion under the previous design process model. The knock-on effect of this 
change in practice is positive for both Australian consumers and the wider culture 
of Australian fashion.  
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